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The Riot 

The 1981 Brixton riots broke out after a misunderstanding between police 

constable Stephen Margiotta and a young black man. The black youth had been running 

towards Margiotta and his colleague leading the officers to presume the young man 

committed a crime. When attempting to arrest him they soon realized that he had been 

the victim of a stabbing.1 The police tried to escort the young man to the hospital but a 

                                                
1Almuth Ebke, “From ‘Bloody Brixton’ to ‘Burning Britain’: Placing the Riots of 1981 in British Post-

Imperial History,” in A European Youth Revolt: European Perspectives on Youth Protest and Social 
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group of onlookers descended on the police car believing a rumor that the officers were 

arresting the injured youth. It was a rumor that sparked the riot, a rumor that placed 

Brixton in the history of public dissent. In the Psychology of Rumor (1947) Allport and 

Postman demonstrate how rumors have power to “incite, accompany, and intensify the 

violence” and how rumors manage to “establish themselves amongst ‘rumor publics’—

groups of people susceptible to...threatening messages about other groups.”2 For two 

weeks before the riot, “police had stopped and searched some 3,000 people in central 

Brixton as part of their Operation Swamp against street crime.”3 Black Brixtoners were 

incredibly susceptible. 

The Mural 

The mural was on top of a building, placed where an advertisement would be better 

suited. Craning my neck up, I think “Aren’t murals supposed to be on the ground? Eye 

level with their perspective viewer?” We had to look up to see the bright colors of Stephen 

Pusey’s mural ‘Children at Play.’ We looked up to observe their different skin tones and 

the joviality of their movements, their childhood carelessness. In Brixton, murals occupy 

alleys, streets, and the sides of buildings, they are integral to the borough’s landscape. In 

using the “public as the genesis and subject for analysis,” murals become a mirror, a 

pathway of self-reflection that presents questions and demands answers from 

                                                
Movements in the 1980s, ed. Knud Andresen and Bart van der Steen, Palgrave Studies in the History of 

Social Movements (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2016), 258. 

2 Steven I. Wilkinson, “Riots,” Annual Review of Political Science 12: 332. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517.  

3 Johnson, Angella. 1991. “Society: Seeds of Riot in Brixton - Racism Is Being Fertilised by the 

Recession. A Decade after the Riots, Angella Johnson Returns to Brixton.” The Guardian (London), April 

3, 1991.  

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517
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communities.4 What does ‘Children at Play’ ask of Brixton? The Lambeth council 

commissioned the mural in 1981 soon after the Brixton Riots.5 Initially the council 

thought about a mural addressing the riots (still very fresh in memory) but they concluded 

that it would be “unfair to impart a reminder of something perceived as negative onto the 

local community.”6 The mural depicts local children of all different colors playing together 

in harmony. We looked up to an ideal post-racial future. I hesitated to take a picture. 

The Lambeth Council chose what to integrate into the Brixton landscape, and as a 

choice it should be interrogated. In this paper I will be challenging ‘Children at Play’ as 

an image that reflects a surface multiculturalism that imparts more harm than good. This 

form of multiculturalism is characteristic of a Britain under Thatcherism: 

institutionalized, “ceasing to be an outcome of the struggle for equality emanating from 

below, and became, instead, policy imposed from above.”7 The harm of this image comes 

from its opting out of the true conversation, it doesn’t stand up for the Brixton riots it tries 

to veil them with a façade of racial harmony. The choice the Lambeth council made on 

behalf of the Brixton community disregards rioting’s political potential and at the time 

fed into the essentialization of the riots rampant in both the media’s and politician’s 

response. Images like ‘Children at Play’ and those who commission it not only fail to 

                                                
4 Phillips, Patricia C. “Temporality and Public Art.” Art Journal 48, no. 4 (1989): 332. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/777018. 

5 Children At Play Mural, Brixton | London Mural Preservation Society.” n.d. Accessed March 25, 2019. 

http://londonmuralpreservationsociety.com/murals/children-play/. 

6 “Children At Play Mural, Brixton | London Mural Preservation Society.” 

7 Jenny Bourne, “In Defence of Multiculturalism,” IRR BRIEFING PAPER NO.2 (Instituion of Race 

Relations, February 2007), https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/social-welfare/pdfs/non-

secure/i/n/d/in-defence-of-multiculturalism.pdf. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/777018
https://doi.org/10.2307/777018
https://doi.org/10.2307/777018
http://londonmuralpreservationsociety.com/murals/children-play/
http://londonmuralpreservationsociety.com/murals/children-play/
http://londonmuralpreservationsociety.com/murals/children-play/
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/social-welfare/pdfs/non-secure/i/n/d/in-defence-of-multiculturalism.pdf
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/social-welfare/pdfs/non-secure/i/n/d/in-defence-of-multiculturalism.pdf
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deliver on the promises they present, they also become regressive because they do not 

combat the racism that makes multiculturalism progressive.  

 

Now They Know 

‘Children at Play’ presents an impractical answer to the contemporary problems that 

black people were facing in Brixton. Tension in the borough had been escalating for weeks 

rooted in both short term causes and long term origins.8 Social circumstances like on-

going economic difficulties, strained police-community relations, lack of funding, inner 

city deterioration and overall alienation from British identity all contributed to the cause 

of the rioters.9  Police violence was especially seen as a inciting the riots. ‘Sus-law’ allowed 

officers to arrest members of the public under presumed suspicion. In the article “Public 

Disorders: Theory and Practice” Sophie Body-Gendrot touches on police behavior as a 

catalyst for public disorder. She states, “police searches without reasonable cause….bring 

up emotions such as humiliation and rage.” Through ‘sus-law’ black Brixtonians were 

alienated by their own local authorities and because police are not neutral but agents of 

the state ‘sus-laws’ were not only detrimental to public trust in local institutions but by 

extension governmental institutions.10 It seemed like many were ignorant about the 

problems that afflicted this community. 'They didn't know that there was a problem here 

                                                
8 Almuth Ebke, “From ‘Bloody Brixton’ to ‘Burning Britain’: Placing the Riots of 1981 in British Post-

Imperial History,” in A European Youth Revolt: European Perspectives on Youth Protest and Social 

Movements in the 1980s, ed. Knud Andresen and Bart van der Steen, Palgrave Studies in the History of 

Social Movements (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2016), 259, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-

56570-9_18.  

9 Ebke, “From ‘Bloody Brixton’ to ‘Burning Britain’ ,” in A European Youth Revolt ed. Andresen and 

Steen.  

10 Body-Gendrot, Sophie. “Public Disorders: Theory and Practice.” Annual Review of Law and Social 

Science 10, no. 1 (2014): 250. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-110413-030818. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-56570-9_18
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-56570-9_18
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-110413-030818


Jaime 6 
 

at all,” stated a young black man involved in the riots ''now they know.''11 In this context 

a mural that depicts post-racial harmony seems like a  far away from the reality and one 

that would require large reform or even revolution. The need for such a large overhaul 

further puts the Lambeth Council’s reasoning for not depicting the Brixton Riots into 

question.  

While Brixtoners were relabeling the Brixton Riots to the Brixton Uprising, council 

members were reading the riots as inherently negative, a “damage-doing gathering of 

which they disapprove.”12 The commissioning of ‘Children at Play’ signaled multiple 

messages to the community of Brixton: the riots were not legitimized as a critique and an 

expression of democratic vitality and the council prioritized an ideal, post-racial harmony 

or colorblindness, instead of actual action, rioting. The council failed to see riots as action 

that “violates rules and disrupts the workings of an institution…to provoke action that 

restores institutional stability.”13  Riots, in connotation are seen as negative but can 

actually act as imperative for government reform and are a sign of a functioning 

democracy. The riots brought attention to a community neglected by Thatcher’s regime 

and British society as a whole. But the Brixton Riots were not an isolated act and its not 

that easy for the government to wipe their hands clean of the inequities of the time. That 

summer ‘Bloody Brixton’ became ‘Burning Britain’ showing that there had been plenty of 

kindle to fan the flames of the Brixton Riots.14  

                                                
11 William Borders, “Britain Discovers a Race Problem, to Its Surprise,” The New York Times, April 19, 

1981, sec. Week in Review, https://www.nytimes.com/1981/04/19/weekinreview/britain-discovers-a-

race-problem-to-its-surprise.html. 
12 Body-Gendrot, “Public Disorders,” 244. 

13 Body-Gendrot, “Public Disorders,” 254”. 

14 Wilkinson, Steven I. 2009. “Riots.” Annual Review of Political Science 12: 337. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1981/04/19/weekinreview/britain-discovers-a-race-problem-to-its-surprise.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1981/04/19/weekinreview/britain-discovers-a-race-problem-to-its-surprise.html
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.041307.075517
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Media Coverage of Brixton Riots 

 In his book “Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire” Akala describes 

growing up black and British in the 1980s as a time when “basic public decency towards 

black folk”15 had not been won yet. This lack of decency was seen across media covering 

black communities with some of the most infamous examples taking place during the 

Brixton Riots. In Sarah Neal’s article  “The Scarman Report, the Macpherson Report and 

the Media: How Newspapers Respond to Race-Centred Social Policy Interventions,” Neal 

outlines how newspapers like The Mail and Sun presented the riots through a racialized 

and essentialized lens prescribing images of disease and sickness on those who 

participated in the riot. Headlines like “ ‘The Hatred that is Poisoning Britain’ (Sun), 

‘Scarman: The Final Warning’: ‘Close up Special on the Disease That Threatens Our 

Survival’ (Mirror), ‘Scarman tells of “Disease Threatening our Society”’ (Telegraph), ‘The 

Cures For Brixton’ (Mail), ‘We Must Cure this Disease: the sickness will become incurable 

unless immediate measures are taken’ (Star)”16 dominated media stirring up anxieties 

about multiculturalism and the racialized ‘other.’ It is important to talk about the Brixton 

riots through the lens in which it was presented it media. It is important to talk about 

sensationalist headlines and news articles that engendered fear in those most removed 

but most threatened by the riots. It is important to talk about how politicians spoke of the 

riots, how their rhetoric at the time was saturated in essentialism and characterization of 

Black Brixtonians as alien. Conversations surrounding the media response to the Brixton 

                                                
15 Akala. 2018. Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire. Two Roads. 
16 Sarah Neal, “The Scarman Report, the Macpherson Report and the Media: How Newspapers Respond 
to Race-Centred Social Policy Interventions,” Journal of Social Policy 32, no. 1 (January 2003): 55–74, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S004727940200689X. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S004727940200689X
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Riots are necessary because at the time the media attempted to isolate the riots from the 

larger context of dissent, this isolation contributed to the negative view of the riots. If the 

riots weren’t seen “as the inevitable consequence of adverse social conditions;”17 if the riot 

acts could be seen in Thatcher’s political lens, the ‘conservative’ viewpoint or ‘law-and-

order perspective’ as acts of “‘hooliganism’ for the ‘mindless violence’ directed 

against…policemen and ‘respectable society’;” 18if these acts could be seen as willfully 

deviant behavior of those deprived of moral sense because of their culture. Then 

politicians could criminalize the dissent and villainize the dissenters effectively 

depoliticizing the responsibility for the problem. “Rioters “become 'the enemy within', the 

disease poisoning the country, and the connection between government action and the 

violent reaction to it is broken.”19 Conflicts between the racialized ‘other’ and white supremacy 

are seen as an illness to society and the mural’s depiction of colorblindness does not reject that 

opinion. The choice to depict the riots would have read the dissent as a diagnosis to the underlying 

problems of a nation, not an illness.  

 

London, 2019  

 

 Any pedestrian in the tube will inundated with advertisements. They are another 

inevitability of public transit: packed carts, panhandlers, advertisements. I try to ignore 

ads, I usually don’t want to buy what they are selling but I couldn’t look away from the 

ads in London Not only were advertisements ever-present but more often than not there 

was someone who looked like me selling the product. Whether it was to sneakers, a 

                                                
17 Ebke, “From ‘Bloody Brixton’ to ‘Burning Britain,’” 264. 
18 Ebke, “From ‘Bloody Brixton’ to ‘Burning Britain,’” 262.  
19 Hillyard, Paddy. “London Letter: Britain’s Riot Response Echoes 1969 in Ulster.” Fortnight, no. 228 

(1985): 15–16. 
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museum pass or weight-loss supplements ethnic people kept showing up in ads so I 

couldn’t stop looking. I was entranced by the pull of commodified multiculturalism but 

having black people in ads doesn’t do anything for black people’s state as second class 

citizens in countries that continue to uphold white supremacy in obvious and more 

covert ways.  In his book Revolutionary Multiculturalism, Peter McLaren advocates for 

the real work that must be done to make multiculturalism a commitment to others and 

otherness. He argues that “ ‘inclusion’ of minority populations and ‘diversification’ of 

social spheres will mean little without the destabilization of White hegemony and 

supremacy.” 20  The London of  black and brown faces across advertisements, chicken-

tikka masala as a national dish and Brexit; the London of commodified 

multiculturalism, real multiculturalism, and resistance to multiculturalism is a London 

that needs  to continue to challenge the images that make up its landscape.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
20 Barbara M. Brizuela, “Revolutionary Multiculturalism: Pedagogies of Dissent for the New Millennium,” 

Harvard Educational Review; Cambridge 68, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 261. A quote from Peter McLaren’s 

“Revolutionary Multiculturalism” analyzed in Brizuela’s review.  
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